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Abstract
The focus of this political-historical case study is based on the leadership style

of

Vaclav Havel, the current president of the Czech Republic. The writer, playwright,
prisoner and dissident led the peaceful overthrow of the Communist government in
Czechoslovakia in 1989, and was the country's first democratically elected president in
over fifty years. The premise of this case study has two parts.The first part identifies the
leadership characteristics and qualities demonstrated by Vaclav Havel. Part two consists

of evaluating Havel's leadership style with contemporary theories of leadership.
This study will show that Havel exhibits a transformational leadership style
demonstrated by his ability to inspire and motivate higher levels of moral and ethical
behavior in others, which has a transforming effect on them. The study

will also contend

that Havel exhibits characteristics and qualities of servant-leadership and critical theory
leadership models, which is demonstrated by his commitment to challenging the status
quo and fuithering the cause of others through facilitating social change.

J

Introduction
This political-historical case study will focus on the leadership of Vaslav Havel,
the current president of the Czech Republic. The writer, playwright, prisoner and
dissident was a central figure in the peaceful overthrow of the Communist govefitment in
Czechoslovakia in 1989, and was the countries first democratically elected president in

over 50 years. The premise of this study is that Havel effectively facilitated social change
in his country through transformational leadership. Research will analyze the
characteristics and qualities that compose his leadership style.
The study

will include an overview of Havel's life, work and career. Havel's

leadership qualities

will

be defined and evaluated by contemporary leadership theories.

Havel's dominant leadership style is transformational, which is demonstrated by his

ability to inspire people to change their lives based on his vision of
society. This study

a

moral and ethical

will connect the three key overlapping components of

transformational leadership theory that relate directly to Havel's leadership. The key
components are morality, transcendence and vision.
The study

will also show that Havel displays characteristics

and qualities

of

servant-leadership and critical theory. Servant-leadership is demonstrated by u desire to
serve others in the hope of helping them improve their current condition. Characteristics

of critical theory include questioning the established order and a commitment to social
change. The characteristics and qualities that define Havel's leadership are found in his

writings, speeches and his work. Connections from servant-leadership and critical theory

will

be identified and linked to transformational leadership. Finally, the study
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will

conclude with a summary and connections to future studies of leadership. Both primary
and secondary resources are used in this paper. Primary sources regarding Havel's life
and work include periodical articles and texts written by Havel including: Letters to Olga,
Summer Meditations, and Disturbing the Peace. Secondary resources include periodical

articles about Havel's life and work. Sources for leadership theories include periodicals
and texts including: Burns (1978J Leadershtp,Fairholm (1997) Capturing the Heart

of

Leadership, Spears (1998) Insights on Leadership, Bennis and Nanus (1985) Leaders.
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Overview
To understand the leadership of Vaclav Havel we must understand the narrative of
his life. Havel exemplified leadership qualities long before he emerged as the titular
leader of Czechoslovakia. Havel entered politics because of his impact on society as a

writer, playwright, prisoner of conscience, and dissident. Havel was born in
Czechoslovakia in 1936, and came from a family of wealthy business owners, therefore
he enjoyed many advantages growing up.

Havel's life changed dramatically when the Communists took power in 1948 and
confiscated all of the Havel family property. Living under a Communist government

reinforced Havel's awareness and sensitivity to the theme of human identity, which is

critical to understanding his leadership. Because of the Havel family background

as

capitalists, his opportunities for higher education were limited under the Communist
regirne. Despite this, Havel managed to graduate from the Czech University

of

Technology in 1957. He went on to serve in the Army from 1957-1959 and after he was
discharged, Havel graduated from the Academy of Music and Arts in Prague in 1966.

Havel's exposure to the effects of a repressive Communist regime on
Czechoslovakian society helped to form Havel's worldview, which is an important factor

for understanding his leadership style. The Communist goveffrment used their dominance
and power over political and social life to control people and to create a dependent and

conformist society. According to Havel (1990), the government exercised such great
control that people feared to display their individual beliefs for fear of retaliation.
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Totalitarian rule under the Communists was based on control through fear and
systematically instilling the values of Marxist ideology. This exercise of power so
disturbed Havel that he protested in an open letter to the government. Havel (1990)

wrote "the regime...was 'entropic,' a force that was gradually reducing the vital energy,
diversity, and unpredictability of Czechoslovakian society to a state of dull, inert

uniformity." (p.xii) The Communist govemment had rohbed the Czechoslovakian people
of their identity, freedom and human rights, and Havel committed himself to social
change.

Havel's professional career also involved work in the theater, and later as a

playwright. Havel began working as a stagehand in theatre in 1959 and became involved
in writing plays critical of the Communist government. Havel remarked that "theater
must be a living, spiritual and intellectual focus, a place for social self-awareness. ...,

flr

instrument of human liberation." (Current Biography 1995)
Havel utilized the theater as his instrument to raise awareness concerning social
and political issues he was concerned about.

In

1963 Havel wrote The Memorandum, a

play that satirized the dehumanizing power of Communist ideology. Havel wrote the play
about totalitarian rule and "about all systems that destroy human personality." (Current

Biography 1995)
When his work came under the scrutiny of Government censors, Havel responded

by writing articles in cultural magazines defending the right to conduct the plays. This
was the beginning of Havel's career as a dissident and outspoken eritic of the Communist
Government. In 1964 Havel married Olga Splichalova, and shortly after became involved

in broader social issues affecting Czech culture and politics by joining the writers union
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in Prague. Havel also served on the editorial board of a cultural magazine for writers,
which provided a forum to express his ideas and beliefs on cultural and social issues.
Havel's work in activist organizations, along with his plays critiquing the social and

political problems of Czech life elevated him to dissident status, and he became a target
of the Government.
During the late 1960's, Czechoslovakia was experiencing economic problems,
and the Communist Government was receiving internal pressure for reforms from artists,

intellectuals and critics within the establishment. These events led the Government to
relax its grip of power on Czech society. As a result, Prague, the capital of the country
enjoyed a brief period of artistic freedom and openness from January 1968 through the

early surlmer. However, this freedorn was short lived because the Czechoslovakian
govemment could not convince the Soviet Union that the reforms were not a challenge to
Communism. The Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia in August of 1968 and crushed the
reform movement.
Soviet invasion and the implementation of a new regime in Prague by 1970 also

brought arrests and criminalized reform movements. Havel demonstrated great courage
by continuing to openly oppose the Soviet invasion and the strict totalitarian rule that

followed. Havel's success in challenging the Communist regime to allow democratic
reform and recognize individual human rights, propelled him to worldwide fame. Havel's
continued opposition to the government would ultimately lead him to prison.

Havel's leadership can be best understood within the context of the Communist
society he experienced. Havel witnessed how freedom, human identity and spirituality
were crushed under the totalitarian rule. Expressing ideas that differed from Communist

I
ideology was prohibited. Havel led the opposition to a government that openly
subordinated individual autonomy to the state whose ideology was draining the Czech
people of human identity and spirituality.
Human identity in this context is an awareness and understanding of our own
values and ethics. Spirituality in this context is not religion, but is rather an expression

of

our "self'upon the world. Fairholm (1997) tells us "our individual sense of who we

are--{ur true, spiritual self--defines

us.

It creates our mind-set, defines our values,

determines our actions, and predicts our future behavior." (p.1) After years of repressing

individual beliefs and values, the Communist regime was ahle to instill its own beliefs
and values in the people of Czechoslovakia.

Hammer (1995) asserts that Havel believed "ideologies act much like historical

lies in that they provide to people an illusion of an identity, of dignity and of morality

while making it easierto part withthem." (p.126) Havel attempted to keep the hope of
change alive through his work because he believed that over time people lose their

will to

resist repression.

Havel's opposition to Communist ideology was based on political and human
rights including freedom of expression, ideas and beliefs. Despite the fact that Havel was
threatened with prison for his beliefs, he continued to encourage people to fight against
the repression of the Government. Havel believed that the more a person's identity is
subordinated, the less hope there is that the person will regain their own identity and
autonomy. Havel (1983) writes that a crises of identity occurs "the more slavishly and

dogmatically a person falls for a ready-made ideological system or 'worldview,' the more

I
he

(p.

will bury all chances of thinking, of freedom, of being clear about what

he knows."

lel)
The loss of human identity was of critical concern to Havel because societal

change had to begin with individual identity and autonomy. Havel (1983) wrote that the
crises of human identity in the world

was "the disintegration of man's oneness with

himself and the loss of everything that gives human existence a meaningful order,

continuity and unique outline." (p.145) Havel felt that people needed to be reconnected
to a higher sense of responsibility and community which had been suppressed under the
Communists.

Communist ideology was successful in replacing individual identity and

spirituality with its own beliefs and values based on materialism, rationalism and science.
The extent that Communist ideology influenced Czech society was evident in Havel's

writing afterthe Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Havel (1990) wrote that "an era of
apathy and widespread demoralization began, an era of gray, everyday totalitarian
consumerism. Society was atomized, small islands of resistance were destroyed, and a
disappointed and exhausted public pretended not to notice. Independent thinking and

creativity retreated to the trenches of deep privacy." (p. 119)
Throughout the 1970's, Havel continued his work of challenging the morality of
goveffrmental policies that trampled individual political and human rights. During this

period Havel began to experience a backlash from his work as a dissident. ln 1973, Havel
was arrested for the first time for subversion and his writing was banned. This failed to
discourage Havel and after he was released from prison his work continued. In 1977

Havel opposed the Government's repression and jailing a group of young musicians.

l0
Havel believed that a critical distinction had been made and a moral line had been
crossed. The Government was persecuting groups of young people for expression, not

subversion. Havel (1990) wrote "the judicial attack against them, especially one that went
unnoticed, could become the precedent for something truly evil: the regime could well
start locking up everyone who thought independently, even if he did so only in private."

ftr. 128)
Havel used his contacts and influence to bring attention to the arrests. Havel also
forrned Charter 77, a human rights group that petitioned the Government on behalf of the
musicians. Because of Havel's continuous petitions, the Government attempted to keep

Havel out of circulation and he was arrested for a second time on the charge of disturbing
the peace. Because of external pressure from international organizations and foreign

Governments, Havel's sentence was shortened and he was released from prison. Havel
continued to work on the behalf of society, by establishing another human rights

organization named VONS, ffi acronym for Committee forthe Defense of the Unjustly
Prosecuted to continue his work. VONS focus was to protest illegal arests and promote

human rights. Finally, the Communist Government had enough of Havel and arrested him

for the third time. This time Havel received a harsh sentence consisting of four and a half
years of hard labor.

Havel led the opposition to the government's repression of individual freedom
and human rights. Havel also displayed leadership through his courage and commitment

to social change by going to prison for what he believed in. Havel's transforrnational
leadership solidified his role as a leader among the Czech people. Newman (1998)
observed that "Havel believed that character is destiny and that it was therefore essential
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to live a principled life, even at the risk of being imprisoned for his beliefs-which he
was." (p. I )
Although Havel's work was intemrpted by prison, international organizations and

world leaders continued to petition the Government for his release. As a result of
continuing pressure and health problems, Havel was released from prison in September
1982. Almost immediately, Havel continued his work by founding an organization called

the Civic Forurn, which was the first legal opposition group to the Communist party in

forty years. Civic Forum was allowed to exist because of growing internal and external
pressure on the govemment for reforms--due in a large part to Havel's work.

Finally, after years of struggle the pressure from Havel's organizations coupled
with the loss of Soviet influence due to democratization movements in Eastern Europe,
led to the fall of the Communist Government in Czechoslovakia in 1989. Havel's
enorrnous popularity with the people led to his election as President of Czechoslovakia in
1989. Newman (1998) points outthat Havel was summoned into office because "he had
been the spiritual catalyst of the bloodless revolt nicknamed the velvet revolution that

swept the Communists out of power."(p.l)

Havel greatest triumph was residing over a peaceful transition from a Communist
system to a government based on democratic principles" Havel viewed his first

job

as the

new president "to help this country move from totalitarianism to democracy, from
satellite to independence." (Current Biography 1995) Havel had to start from the ground
up to rebuild the country because years of Soviet control left the country without a

constitution or social structures to build upon. After a brief departure from office in
protest of the split between Slovenia and Czechoslovakia, Havel was elected the first

Au$shurg iJ+;ir*,., *.,:iilry
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President of the Czech Republic in 1992 where he remains in office today. During his
tenure, Havel facilitated the development of a government based on democratic rule, and
has been recognized around the

world for his moral authority and leadership. Based on

this narrative of Havel's life, the study will now focus on the characteristics and qualities
of his leadership evaluated by contemporary leadership theories.

Transformational Leadershi p Theorv

Transformational leadership theory is a new \ryay of thinking about leadership. It
is often contrasted to transactional leadership, which defines most leader-led relationships
especially in political realms. According James MacGregor Burns (1978) "the relations

of most leaders and followerc are transactional

- leaders approach followers

with an eys

to exchanging one thing for another." ( p. 4)
Transformational leadership on the other hand is elevating and inspiring and seeks

to satisfy higher needs which ultimately lead to meaningful change. According to Burns,
transformational leadership occurs "when one or more persons engage with others in such
a

way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation and

morality." (p. 20) Kuhnert and Lewis (1987) add, "transformational leadership also
originates from the personal values and beliefs of leaders, not an exchange

of

commodities between leaders and followers." (p. 6a9-50) The articulation of the
transformational leaders values and beliefs can unite followers and motivate them to
accept and adopt those values and beliefs and by doing so transform their lives.

t3
Three key components that embody transformational leadership theory are

morality, transcendence and vision. The combination of these components acts

as the

impetus for motivating, changing and inspiring people to transform their lives. Kuhnert
and Lewis (1987) assert that transformational leaders motivate followers to accept and

accomplish difficult goals that followers normally would not have pursued. Inquiry in
this study will link and connect Havel's leadership characteristics and qualities to the key
components of transformational theory.

Moral Component
The moral component of transformational leadership is based on an elevated level

of ethical behavior. The moral component is also inspirational because both the leader
and the led are motivated to put aside self-interest and pursue higher standards of ethical

behavior and moral conduct in the pursuit of a common goal or vision of the future.
People involved in a transformational relationship also come to share the same values and
the belief that higher ethical conduct is necessary to achieve the goal or vision of the

future. Burns writes "at the highest

stages of moral development persons are guided by

near universal ethical principles ofjustice such as equality of human rights and respect

for human dignity." (p. 42)

It was of vital importance for Havel to establish a new society and culture in
Czechoslovakia based on a moral foundation. Havel (1992) relates that his vision of a

moral society is one based on human rights, freedom and equality. The people of

t4
Czechoslovakia responded to Havel's vision of a society and govefirment based on
human rights and equality by overwhelmingly voting him into office in 1989.
Burns builds on the moral aspect of transformational leadership by asserting

"transforming leadership ultimately becomes moral in that it raises the level of human
conduct and ethical aspirations of both leader and led, and thus has a transforming effect
on both." (p.20) In Disturbing the Peace (1990), translator Paul Wilson observes that

Havel's "power

as a

writer and his power as a politician come from the same source: his

capacity to voice the hopes and fears of the people around him." (p.xiv) After years of
repression, the people of Czechoslovakia thirsted for a culture and society that provided
them freedom and the right to live the way they wanted. Havel provided a vision and
gave voice to the belief and hope for a Czech society based on freedom and human rights.

Havel's ability to unite values and beliefs of the Czech people had a transforming affect
on the entire country.

The moral component of transformational leadership also has a consciousness

raising effect. Bennis and Nanus (1985) report that transformational leadership "can
move followers to higher degrees of consciousness such as liberty, freedom justice and

self-actualization." (p.203) Havel used his skill as a writer and orator to inspire the people

of Czechoslovakia to achieve a state of higher consciousness based on his key moral
value of responsibility.

Havel's leadership emphasized a focus on satisfuing higher needs in people so
they could throw off the chains of totalitarianism. Havel (1983) wrote from prison that
"everything meaningful in life, though it may assume the most dramatic form of
questioning and doubting is distinguished by a certain transcendence of individual human
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existence-beyond the limits of mere 'self-care'

-

toward the people, toward society,

toward the world." (p. 237) Havel was able to inspire the people of Czechoslovakiato
seek spirituality and responsibility as a way to transcend their current condition and better

their individual lives.
This was also Havel's prescription for anewkind of moral politics, and he
believed that politics is morality in practice. People must adopt a new value system and

way of thinking, in order to reach an elevated level of ethical and moral behavior.
Therefore, transcendence is the second key component to transformational leadership.

Transcendent Component

The transcendent component of transformational leadership has both spiritual and

psychological self-actualizing implications for the leader and the led. Bass (1996)
describes the transformational leader as someone "who motivates followers to work

for

transcendental goals and for higher self-actualizing needs instead of self-interest."(p .740)

Transformational leadership utilizes spiritual values like empowerrnent and
responsibility to change people's lives and relationships with each other. It also seeks to
meet self-actualizing needs by challenging people to make full use of their talent and to
reach their

full potential

as human beings. Burns connects the

moral and transcendent

components by claiming "the ultimate test of moral leadership is its capacity to transcend
the claims of the multiplexity of everyday wants and needs and expectations, to respond

to higher levels of moral development." fu. a6)
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Havel (1990) articulates this point by stressing that people need to move
beyond their immediate needs and self-interest and to focus on the interests of the whole.

Havel (1992) asserts that the concern of people towards others and their community
needs to be renewed by their leaders. Only hy striving for the betterment of all can people

truly transcend their current state.
The ability to motivate people to transcend their current condition by fulfilling

their potential is a key quality of the transformational leader. Burns stresses that the
"transforming leader looks for potential motives in followers, seeks to satisfy higher
needs, and engages the

full person of the follower." (p.4) Engaging the fulI person means

addressing both inner development and altruistic needs.

Spirituality is an essential motivator and facilitator of transcendence in people.
Havel (1983) described his view of spirituality in a letter written while in prison to his

wife Olga. Havel stated that spirituality was "a profound existential dimension, an inner
direction that you either have or don't have, and

which-if

you have it-raises your

entire existence onto a kind of higher level of Being." (p. 151) Havel believed the inner
directedness of the Czech people had been smothered so long under totalitarian rule that

it needed to be reawakened. The spiritual aspect of transcendence brings meaning to
people lives and inspires a commitment to the common good. Havel utilized identity and

spirituality to inspire inner direction in peoples lives.
Spiritual renewal is a central theme to Havel's leadership that appears again and
again. In a speech presented in Philadelphia, Havel declares why people need spiritual
renewal: "we enjoy all the achievements of modern civilization that have made our

physical existence on this earth easier in so many important ways. Yet we do not know
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exactly what to do with ourselves, where to turn. The world of our experience seems
chaotic, disconnected, confusing." (Havel, Vital Speeches p. 62)

Havel asserted in his speech that humanity has placed so much emphasis on the
external part of life that there is now a disconnection with our internal spiritual natures.
The problems resulting from spiritual disconnection are envy, greed and jealousy, which
lead to larger social and global problems like poverty, pollution and war. Havel (L992)

writes that the hope for mankind is spiritual renewal:

"if today's planetary civilization
chiefly in what we understand

has any hope of survival, that hope lies

as the human

spirit. If we don't wish to destroy

ourselves in national, religious or political discord...then we must-as humanity,
as people, as conscious beings

with spirit, mind, and a sense of responsibility

somehow come to our senses." (p. I 1 5- l I 6)
Havel provides the direction for people to transcend their current condition and achieve a

higher level of existence based on a moral and spiritual foundation. Havel articulated his
direction through his vision of the future. Not only did Havel envision a post-totalitarian
future for Czechoslovakia, but also a vision of a transformed world. Vision provides the

view of the goal, condition or future state that can be achieved by transcendence.

Visionary Component

The third key component of transformational leadership is vision. Vision plays a
key role because it describes what a desired condition or future state looks like. Vision is
a

key quality the transformational leader must possess and communicate to others. The
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leader's actions display their commitment to the goal or future state, and vision and

commitment from a leader can have a transforming effect on others. Vision often comes
in the form of a challenge to people to change their current values and beliefs in order to
achieve the vision of a greater good.

According to Ackoff, (1999) vision "is a description of a state that is considered
to be significantly more desirable than the current state. It is a state that cannot be
approached without a fundamental change of direction, a change of the status quo.

It

takes courage to lead such a change, and it requires instilling courage in others. Doing

this involves more than persuasion; it requires the ability to inspire."

$.21) Bennis and

Nanus expand on Ackoffs thinking by adding that vision "always refers to a future state
and condition that does not presently exist and never existed before. V/ith a vision, the
leader provides the all important bridge from the present to the future." (p. 83)

Havel communicates his vision of a moral society through his writing and
speeches as the president of Czechoslovakia. Havel (1990) also calls on

politicians of the

world to help build moral societies by encouraging them to look beyond accumulating
power and self-interest, and instead build societies that free up the potential of their
people.

Havel continues to challenge world leaders up to the present time to think about

politics based on morality. In an interview, Havel emphasizes that politicians need to
"teach both ourselves and others that politics does not have to be the art of the possible,

but that it can also be the art of the impossible, that is the art of making both ourselves
and the world better." (Macleans, 1998, p.

52) Havel articulates his vision of moral

politics, and how the nations should work together to improve our global condition.

19

Burns also supports the idea of vision as a uniffing force for transformational change
by stating "the birth of the idea or vision that impels the revolution and its adoption by a
decisive number of persons are probably the most crucial steps toward transformation."
(Burns p.202) The people of Czechoslovakia overwhelmingly adopted Havel's vision for
the future as their own by sweeping him into power following the fall of the Communist
Government in 1989.
Further inquiry into the effectiveness of Havel as a transformational leader

will

include connecting how his values, characteristics and beliefs resonated with his
fbllowers. Havel's leadership was able to touch people in a deep, personal manner
because he gave a voice to their hopes and fears where they had none before. Havel's

values and belief in morality, freedom and equality were able to unite an entire society.

Havel united the people of Czechoslovakia by touching a deep need within them for
someone with a spiritual and transcendent viewpoint. Havel's leadership was able to

inspire people from within by appealing to their conscience.

Havel (1983) believed that individual transformation begins with human identity.
Havel was particularly effective in reaching the Czech people who repressed their

individual identity and spirituality under repressive totalitarian regimes all their lives.
Havel witnessed first hand how individual self-identity and spirituality were replaced by
Communist ideology. Havel knew from his experience that meaningful change had to
begin within the individual, and that is where he tried to reach people.

Havel sought to change people by challenging them to take responsibility for their
a

own position and that of their fellow human beings. Responsibility to other people and
the wider community was a key value that had to be rekindled in a society that was
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accustomed to having the Government make their decisions for them. Havel's values
and beliefs appealed to the psychological needs of people. Havel (1990) stated

"it seems

to me that if the world is to change for the better it must start with a change in human
consciousness, in the very humanness of modern man." (p.11) Havels also appealed for a

reawakening of the human spirit by stating "the salvation of this human world lies
nowhere else than in the human heart." (Christianity today, 1999, p. 88)

Havel's beliefs and values can be summed up in the theme of responsibility.
Responsibility means putting aside self-interest and working for the good of the whole
community and society. Havel (1992) explains that "this sense of responsibility grows
out of the experience of certain moral imperatives that compel one to transcend the

horizon of ones own personal interests and be prepared at any time to defend the cofitmon
good, and even to suffer for it." (p. 98-99)

Havel (1990) maintains that mankind

oomust

discover again within himself a

deeper sense of responsibility toward the world, which means responsibility towards

something higher than himself." (p. l1) Havel's key values of responsibility, morality
and human rights carried through into his political life.

Though not a politician cut from the traditional mold, Havel is an effective

political leader because people responded to his style of leadership. Havel's political
writing and speeches are particularly effective in inspiring people to transform their lives
and the world. Havel (1992) saw this as a great responsibility of his and wrote "those

who find themselves in politics therefore bear a heightened responsibility for the moral
state of society, and

it is their responsibility to seek out the best in that society, and to

develop and strengthen it." (p. 4)

2t
Havel was dismayed by the ability of Communist ideology to instill its values

of scientific rationalism and materialism within the people of Czechoslovakia. The
totalitarianism exercised by the government produced a compliant, loyal and conformist
society. This had a suffocating affect on individual identity and spirituality.

Havel warns that Marxist ideology used by the Communists is not the only danger
to the world, and that materialism in all its forms has replaced spirituality in people's
lives. Havel (1992) warns his political peers in western governments that the "the cult

of

'systematically pure' market economics can be as dangerous as Marxist ideology,
because

it comes from the

same mental position: That is, from the certainty that operating

from theory is essentially smarter than operating from the knowledge of life." (p. 66) The
theory described by Havel is a society that values materialism and self-interest over and
above any concern for the wider community. This state can lead to a culture

of

selfishness, envy and destruction. Havel's vision contrasts a society based on moral and
transcendent beliefs that create a culture of life affirming values and a concern for the

welfare of others.
Havel so firmly believed in politics based on morality that he often warns of the
consequences of freedom that is not based on a moral foundation. When Czechoslovakia

won it's independence, it found itself faced with greed, selfishness and vice because it
had no moral or spiritual foundations in which to build a society upon. When faced

with

this condition Havel (1992) stated:

"it is my responsibility to emphasize, again and again,

the moral origin of all

genuine politics, to stress the significance of moral values and standards in all
spheres of social life, including economics, and to explain that

if we don't try

22

within ourselves, to discover or rediscover or cultivate what I call 'higher
responsibility' things will turn out very badly indeed for our country." (p.l)

Havel recognized that the people of Czechoslovakiawere notready for all of the moral

pitfalls that accompany freedom.
Havel's political vision also spread beyond the borders of his own country. Havel
recognized that only through peaceful and respectful relationships with other countries

could Czechoslovakia survive. In a speech to the nation, Havel (1992) stated "seeking
the substance of our own independence today means, above all, seeking a new home for
ourselves in Europe and in the world, seeking new relationships with those around us."

(p. 82) Havel recognized that his vision of a renewed and unified Czechoslovakia could

only exist within integration to the wider community of the nations of Europe. Havel
challenged the people of Czechoslovakia to look beyond their own self-interest in order

to achieve this vision.
Havel's view of politics is very different from the transactional nature of typical

political views and relationships. Havel (1992) wrote that "genuine politics -politics
worthy of the narne, and the only politics I am willing to devote myself to

- is simply a

matter of serving those around us: serving the community, and serving those who

will

come after us." (p. 6) Havel's political view exemplifies characteristics and qualities
another leadership style-servant leadership.

of

/,J

Servant Leadership

Servant-leadership theory is closely connected to transformational leadership
because of its focus on furthering the cause of others. Robert Greenleaf was the first to

develop the idea of servant leadership in 1970. According to Greenleaf, servant
leadership is characterized first and foremost
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(Spears p.

3) Havel's leadership approach started with the individual's own need for

identity and psychological well-being. Only after addressing people's personal and selfactualizing needs did Havel challenge them to aspire to meet higher needs of community,
society and nation.

Another critical aspect of servant-leadership is leading from within, and it is
closely connected to the spiritual component of transformational leadership. Parker
Palmer builds upon the ideas of Greenleaf, and he supports Havel's belief that spirituality
is marginalized under our value system. Palmer writes "we can remind ourselves that in
our own system of thought we have a long and crippling legacy of believing in the power

of the external world much more deeply than we believe in the power of the internal

world." (Spears p. 199) Both Palmer and Havel contend thatpurely transactional
relationships based on external rewards and motivations

will inhibit people's spiritual

nature.

Havel adds to the theme of leading from within by stressing that spiritual renewal
comes from people actively seeking to usher

it in. Havel (1990) views this

as an urgent

task and one "that confronts us all, every moment of our existence. We all can and must

'do something about it,' and we can do it here and now." (p. 12)
Havel's servant-leadership qualities inspire people to transform their lives by

instilling in them

a hope

for

a better

world. Havel (1983) writes that hope must come

from within because it "is a dimension of the spirit. It is not outside us, but within us.
When you lose it, you must seek it again within yourself and in people around

you-not

in objects or events." (p. 53) The dominant values in society are focused on external
rewards and motivations. Havel is critical of these values and challenges people to value

2s

inner spirituality and building a moral society as a better alternative. Because Havel
demonstrated a firm commitment to social change and challenged the beliefs and values

of individuals and nations, he also exhibited characteristics of critical theory.

Critical Theorv

Critical Theory is an aspect of transformational leadership that is characterized by
a leader's

ability and commitment to question the established order and focus on social

change. Leaders who utilize critical theory challenge the status quo by critiquing the

current social condition and articulating a better vision of the future. Foster (1992) asserts
that when critical theory is applied in the context of social change, a leader acts as a
change agent to transform society. Most of Havel's life was devoted to questioning and

criticizing the cultural and societal order established by the Communists in
Czechoslovakia. Havel went further by challenging each individual to question their own

heliefs and values and to strive for increased self-awareness and higher understanding

of

community.
Havel utilized eritical theory when he took western govemments to task by
questioning the values instilled by pure market economics and self-interest. Havel's focus
on social change was critical to his leadership, and his commitment was undaunted
despite suffering threats, punishment and prison. Foster adds that in the context of social
change transformational leadership "is the ability of an individual to envision a new

social condition and to communicate this vision to followers." (p.

4l)
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Havel continuously challenged the Communist Government to be critical

of

their policies. As president, he challenged individuals to be critical of their current
condition and social alrangements and to strive for something better. As a world leader,
Havel challenged other leaders to critique their own systems, and points out that there is a
need for change in all systems. Foster asserts that transformational leadership in this

capacity "requires that it be critical of current social arrangements and that this critique
be aimed at more emancipatory types of relationships." (p.49) Havel's vision of a better

future included emancipation not only from repression, but also from the things that
destroy human personality.
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Summary and Conclusions
Studying Vaclav Havel provides an opportunity to learn about a leader who
exhibits the same idealism possessed by many students of leadership. Havel possesses a
hope and vision that there is a better way to live and to lead than from the position that

life is a zero-sum game. Havel worked tirelessly from the belief that people can transform
their lives and world if they are developed from within, and are inspired and motivated to
satisfy higher needs and achieve higher goals.

From a political-historical framework, Havel is an interesting case study because
he embodies many characteristics and qualities of transformational leadership. According

to Burns, transformational leadership occurs "when one or more persons engage with
others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels

of

motivation and morality." (p. 20)
Throughout his life and work, Vaclav Havel has exemplified the characteristics
and qualities that many people desire in their leaders. The servant-leadership model

described by Greenleaf and other authors in Spear's book fits well with Havel's desire to

further the cause of people. Another important dimension of the transformational
leadership exhibited by Havel was his ability to utilize critical theory to challenge the
status quo and achieve social change.

Havel's ability to inspire and motivate people, along with his tireless efforts to
achieve a better world make Havel one of the great leaders of our present time.

It is recommended that fuither

research inquiries utilize Havel as a role model for leaders

in business and organizational applications as well as politics.
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